Palaces, itineraries and political order in the post-Carolingian kingdoms by MacLean, Simon
 1 
Palaces, Itineraries and Political Order in the post-Carolingian 
Kingdoms 
 
Simon MacLean  
University of Saint Andrews 
 
1. Introduction 
In the middle of the 880s Notker, a monk from St-Gall in what is now Switzerland, wrote 
a highly anecdotal and mythologising biography of Charlemagne (768-814), several 
pages of which are devoted to descriptions of the emperor’s reception of foreign 
embassies.
1
 These stories depicted the fear and respect supposedly accorded to 
Charlemagne by Byzantine and “Persian” (meaning Abbasid) legates who shivered 
before the great Frankish king and showered him with extravagant presents: “it seemed as 
if the East had been left bare so that the West might be filled”, as Notker put it.2 The 
king’s effortless superiority to his eastern counterparts plays out in the text through a 
number of sharpened motifs, including the etiquette of the hunt in addition to the formal 
exchange of gifts and the terrifying experience of the royal presence. But it is also 
noticeable that these encounters are projected by their author into the solid architectural 
setting of the great Carolingian palace at Aachen. The Byzantine envoys are led through a 
series of rooms in which they repeatedly mistake palace officials for the emperor before 
finally collapsing in awe before the glory of the real thing, standing before an open 
window at the heart of the complex.
3
 For the Abbasid embassy, meanwhile, the sickening 
realisation of Frankish superiority only hits home after they ascend the palace solarium 
from which they are able to look down upon the king’s enormous entourage.4 The palace 
here was no mere backdrop but played an active role in the narrative. The monk of St-
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Gall’s imagining of these encounters therefore serves to illustrate the significance of the 
“palatium” as a central symbol of Carolingian royal power writ large, for ideological 
statements about which it provided the essential setting. 
 Notker’s unlikely depictions of Greeks and “Persians” represented a somewhat 
provincial and orientalising strand in the Western imagination, and in view of this it is 
perhaps ironic that his description of Charlemagne’s palace (linked sequences of spaces 
used to control access to the ruler and emphasise his separateness) recalls less the open 
spaces of the real Aachen than the more intricate and intimidating layouts of the palace in 
Constantinople or Abbasid centres like Baghdad or Ukhaydin.
5
 But the concept of the 
palace as a metonym for royal or imperial power was not confined to the West. For 
example, the Abbasid historian Tabari (an exact contemporary of Notker’s) collapsed his 
explanation of the waning of Sasanian power in the seventh century into an anecdote 
about the physical disintegration of Khusraw II’s royal palace.6 The ubiquity of the royal 
palace as a political symbol as well as a physical structure, in the imagination as well as 
on the ground, is what makes it a useful “clue” for doing comparative history. As a 
specific category which overlaps different polities, it provides a hinge via which to 
consider questions of similarity and difference.
7
 
 I will attempt to return to such broader comparisons towards the end of this 
article, but my main aim is to discuss the representation of the palace as a tool for 
calibrating political change within the Frankish world, by comparing the ninth century 
with the tenth. The decades after the death of the last legitimate Carolingian emperor 
Charles III “the Fat” in 888 represented a moment of dramatic structural change in the 
Frankish world as the imperial landscape of the ninth century disintegrated and re-formed 
into the post-Carolingian world of the tenth; a shift from a large hegemonic empire ruled 
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by members of a single dynasty to a jigsaw of smaller kingdoms controlled by new, 
unrelated and mutually antagonistic royal families.
8
 The change was noted by 
contemporaries such as Regino of Prüm, who wrote a famous description of these new 
rulers’ inability to dominate each other, which “increased the discord among them” and 
“equipped them to destroy each other in the competition for power”.9  
 Yet the transition from Carolingian to post-Carolingian remains under-analysed, 
and tends to be absorbed into grander models of historical development, in particular 
those associated with debates concerning medieval Staatlichkeit (“state-ness”) and the 
“feudal revolution” of the year 1000.10 These ways of framing the transition from the 
ninth-century world to that of the tenth can be rather polarising: 888 tends to appear in 
these debates either as a major turning-point (marking the end of Carolingian institutions 
and the inauguration of a new age of stateless, illiterate politics) or as a mere ripple 
barely disturbing the surface of deep continuities which persisted to the millennium or 
even beyond. But recent research has highlighted the ambiguities of the transition. On the 
one hand we see, c. 900, kings who were structurally weaker than their predecessors, who 
hardly ever legislated, who were often not succeeded by their sons, and whose deeds 
went largely unchronicled thanks to the sudden demise of a long and rich tradition of 
contemporary history which revolved around the deeds of rulers and thus articulated the 
thought-world of Carolingian politics; but on the other we see an increase in the 
consumption and adaptation of eighth- and ninth-century law (secular and ecclesiastical) 
and the reification of Carolingian definitions of office and property.
11
 The disintegration 
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of the Carolingian Empire, in other words, paradoxically coincided with the 
crystallisation of some of the pillars of Carolingian political order.
12
 
 Neither languid continuity nor rapid change therefore fully captures the messy 
implications of the Empire’s end. The emergence of a new political order under the neo-
Carolingian hegemony of the Ottonians from the middle of the tenth century is well 
appreciated, but the indistinct texture of the in-between period c. 888 – c. 950 has not yet 
been fully described. What did the same-but-different post-Carolingian kingdoms owe to 
their predecessors, and how should we characterise that debt if not in simple terms of 
continuity or change? Here, palaces are useful. Because Carolingian palaces continued to 
exist and to matter in post-Carolingian Europe, fixed in the same locations while the 
world dissolved and reconstituted itself around them, we can use them as wormholes 
taking us back and forth between the parallel universes of the ninth and tenth centuries. 
 
2. The fate of the Carolingian palatium 
My interest is more in representations than architecture, and my starting point is a 
straightforward question about terminology: what happened to the concept of the 
palatium after the end of the Empire in 888? The term itself was commonplace in 
Carolingian documents as a descriptor for royal residences, but after 888 it appears in 
many fewer documents and in relation to many fewer sites. There are two reasons why 
this is significant. The first is that, as Notker’s stories suggested, during the ninth century 
the term “palatium” was not just a literal description of a type of building, but a core 
metaphor for Carolingian political order as a whole. Thus in the 830s, when a crisis at 
court provoked two major rebellions, critics of the regime attacked the sexual behaviour 
of the empress Judith as having created disorder in the Empire by polluting the “dignity” 
of the “palatium”; and it is no coincidence that the nearest thing we have to a treatise on 
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Carolingian government is entitled De ordine palatii (“On the ordering of the palace”).13 
These broader connotations were also in play when the word was attached to particular 
places in the enactment clauses of royal charters. These document show a variety of 
terms for individual residences (e.g. “curtis”, “villa”) which were not deployed with 
absolute consistency. But it has been demonstrated by Thomas Zotz that such 
terminology was intended to bear political meaning and was not deployed 
indiscriminately or interchangeably – royal charters were public documents whose 
superficially dry rhetorical formulas preserve for us the fossils of performed political 
discourses.
14
 Thus, for example, the court of Charles the Fat used the label “palatium” for 
only one residence in each of his kingdoms, self-consciously creating a different pattern 
from that found under his father and articulating a particular version of political 
geography.
15
 “Palatium”, then, was not an objective descriptive term for a particular kind 
of royal site, but an attribute of a residence’s political significance – its ascribed 
centrality – at any given moment. The term is useful because it is a grounded fragment of 
political discourse and thus, to borrow the words of Clifford Geertz, “mark[s] the center 
as center and give[s] what goes on there its aura of being not merely important but in 
some odd fashion connected with the way the world is built.”16 
 The second reason is methodological. Isolating a term like “palatium” as it is used 
in royal charters, and building arguments on that basis, of course does not provide a 
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comprehensive picture of how “palaces” were used or perceived. But focusing on one 
class of source (which in any case provides the great majority of the evidence) is what 
permits comparison. And although we find fewer residences labelled as “palatium” in 
tenth-century royal charters than ninth-, we have an increasing number of such 
documents overall (at least for Germany and Italy). The formal structure and political 
idioms of these charters – a very conservative genre – were largely the same as in the 
Carolingian period, and the full semantic range of the “palatium” concept is visible in the 
tenth-century sources.
17
 Nor, since the overall trend is so clear, can we dismiss the 
change in usage as a result of scribal whim, though that must have been a factor on 
occasion.
18
 What is more, tenth-century narrative sources also tend to use the term 
“palatium” much less frequently than their Carolingian predecessors, and for the same 
small group of residences.
19
 In other words, at the level of the big picture, the changing 
application of this terminology is a real change, not an effect of the evidence.  
 Considering the shifting use of this core political metaphor allows us to think 
about changing perceptions of the royal palace and of political geography, an aspect 
which has not been fully considered amidst the voluminous research on more practical 
aspects of the early medieval palace system.
20
 This article is therefore more concerned 
with how contemporaries imagined and categorised certain royal sites than with their 
operation as political centres. That said, we must keep in mind that the terminology of 
our sources is not separate from the social and political world to which it refers.
21
 I 
propose therefore to interpret the labels attached to particular places as arguments about 
the political significance of those places – as constituting rather than simply revealing 
their character. The word “palatium” both clings to specific places and points outwards to 
contemporary conceptions of the realm – by following it like a trail of breadcrumbs 
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through the forests of early tenth-century history, we can observe changes in the symbols 
of political order and perceptions of political geography.
22
 
 The dwindling attribution of the term “palatium” to royal residences is observable 
in all three of the major regions of the old empire – west Francia, east Francia and Italy. 
In west Francia, the term, though common enough up until the end of the Empire, barely 
appears in royal charters between the reign of the first non-Carolingian king Odo (888-
898) and that of the last genuinely powerful Carolingian Lothar (954-86). The one very 
striking exception is the reign of Charles III “the Simple” (or Straightforward) (899-923), 
during which the term was used frequently, even aggressively. Nine residences are 
labelled “palatium” by Charles’s scribes, most frequently Compiègne, which is so called 
no fewer than twenty-one times. This serves to throw the general trend into even sharper 
focus: of Charles’s four successors, only the chancery of his son Louis IV (936-54) used 
the label at all, and then only twice (once for Compiègne, once for Rheims). In Italy, the 
term went from being commonly used under Lothar (840-55) and Louis II (855-75), to 
being extremely scarce during the first half of the tenth century, and applied to a much 
restricted group of residences – for about twenty years after 885, not even the main royal 
centre of Pavia was distinguished with the category of “palatium”.23 And in the eastern 
kingdom, ruled from 919 by the Ottonian family, palatial status was reserved above all 
for key sites in the far west of the realm, that is Lotharingia, Alsace and the middle Rhine 
valley. By the end of the tenth century, only Aachen and Ingelheim had been given the 
title with anything approaching consistency, followed by Frankfurt, Cologne and Erstein 
– all five lie on or west of the Rhine.24  
 This pattern has been described before, but not fully explained. Zotz recognised 
this in an excellent discussion of the Ottonian evidence and convincingly argued that 
palatial vocabulary, redolent of Carolingian tradition, was deployed to enhance particular 
acts of royal self-representation.
25
 But the pattern as a whole has generally been seen as 
the product of a long-term process by which royal office itself became institutionalised, 
or transpersonalised. The culmination of this process is held to be visible in Wipo’s mid-
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eleventh century biography of the emperor Conrad II, which includes a famous account 
of the destruction of the royal palace at Pavia in 1024.
26
 According to Wipo, the citizens 
responsible defended their actions by claiming that the fact they had acted after the death 
of Conrad’s predecessor Henry II, but before the new ruler had been formally 
inaugurated, meant that there was no king and that the royal palace was at that point no 
more than a building. Conrad’s counter-argument, that the kingdom persisted even after a 
king had died, and that its palaces were therefore permanently royal and public, is often 
considered to reveal a newly institutionalised conception of political power.
27
 With 
Wipo’s anecdote in mind, the relatively consistent tenth-century attribution of palatial 
status to centres like Aachen and Pavia has been interpreted as representing an early stage 
of the move towards transpersonalisation, reflecting a growing sense that particular sites 
had the character of permanent royal centres.
28
 
 But the arguments reportedly rehearsed by Conrad and the Pavians in 1024 were 
not necessarily all that new, and indeed seem to be anticipated in an equally well-known 
ninth-century text, a rebuke issued to King Louis the German by Archbishop Hincmar of 
Rheims in 858. The thrust of Hincmar’s put-down was that just because Louis, who had 
invaded the west Frankish kingdom, was staying in the royal residence of Attigny, that 
did not mean that he was in a royal palace – the palatium was a community of people and 
a political ideal, not a physical structure.
29
 The position against which the archbishop 
implicitly argued (and which was presumably adhered to by Louis and his entourage) was 
that palaces like Attigny were inherently royal, and that their possession amounted to a 
claim to exercise legitimate royal power – a position not so different from that ascribed 
by Wipo to Conrad II almost two centuries later. Comparing Hincmar and Wipo therefore 
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suggests that competing definitions of the palace and its relationship to the kingdom 
always co-existed, finding expression and meaning in particular political situations. This 
in turn calls into question the idea that the transpersonalisation of royal office, and of the 
palace, was a continuous and evolutionary process: the royalness of royal palaces was a 
recurring contemporary debate, not an independent variable which we can isolate and 
measure.
30
 We need to look more closely at the tenth-century evidence and ask what was 
specific about the circumstances that produced it, rather than invoking the explanatory 
power of a spectral historical process. 
 Perhaps the most obvious, and important, point to be made about the pattern of 
the evidence is that almost all the sites which retained the label palatium in the first half 
of the tenth century were closely associated with the ninth-century Carolingian dynasty, 
and especially with those rulers whose legacy was most keenly felt in the successor 
kingdoms, namely Charlemagne, Louis the German and Charles the Bald (particularly 
associated with Aachen, Frankfurt and Compiègne respectively).
31
 As Zotz persuasively 
argued, the attribution of the tag to these places can be read on one level as a 
straightforward attempt by new dynasties like the Ottonians to legitimise themselves 
through appeal to the Carolingian past. But despite the regularly expressed notion that the 
hallmark of the Ottonian age was the dynasty’s inclination for building “new beginnings 
on Carolingian traditions”, the Frankish past was not a straightforward resource for the 
Ottonian kings.
32
 The dynasty did not, for instance, directly imitate Carolingian royal 
titulature, and their origins in Saxony, on the far eastern frontier of the old empire, meant 
that their familiarity with Frankish kingship and their awareness of the ninth-century past 
may have been somewhat vague, and at any rate less clear than our own.
33
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 What is more, the relevance of Carolingian political geography to all the rulers of 
this generation was complicated by a history of rupture and discontinuity. The really 
iconic Carolingian palaces of the ninth century (those most often labelled “palatium” in 
the tenth) lay in royal heartlands that the post-888 kings could not control, and these 
residences thus lost their effective political centrality. This is perhaps easiest to see in 
west Francia, where the first post-Carolingian king Odo sought to rule in the fashion of 
his predecessors, as advertised by his coronation at Charles the Bald’s palace of 
Compiègne in 888. Thereafter, however, he found his itinerary restricted to points further 
west, nearer the heartlands of his family’s own power in Neustria – his favoured sites 
included Paris, Orléans and Chartres, none of which had been significant royal centres of 
in the heyday of the Carolingians.
34
 This disjuncture between political tradition and 
political geography in Odo’s reign contrasts with the promiscuous use of the term 
“palatium” for classical Carolingian centres, particularly Compiègne, in the reign of his 
rival and successor Charles the Simple (or Straightforward) – Charles, who was a 
Carolingian, had to assert continuity with his family’s past so overtly precisely because it 
had become obvious that this continuity had been broken.
35
 Charles’s successors Raoul 
and Louis IV (whose power bases lay in Burgundy and Laon respectively) were, like 
Odo, unable to lay claim to the residences east of the Seine that defined the old core of 
the west Frankish realm, and found themselves engaged in endless struggles for influence 
there with their powerful magnates. These observations could be broadly extended, with 
the necessary modifications, to east Francia and Italy. 
 To put it another way, the patterns of politics in the ninth century involved kings 
ruling from royal heartlands and struggling to keep control of their kingdoms’ 
peripheries; while in the tenth, we see the dynamic inverted as new rulers from the edges 
of the old kingdoms (Saxony; Neustria and Burgundy; and in Italy Friuli and Spoleto) 
competed to regain control of the former Carolingian heartlands. The new dynasties 
could not, as is often stated, simply inherit Carolingian resources in these heartlands, for 
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the notion of crown property was itself not clearly institutionalised. Instead, they needed 
to assert their claims to these resources and the territories in which they lay, and this 
gives us an alternative way to understand the use of the label “palatium” in this period – 
as representing an argument (performed live to local audiences and fossilised in our 
documents) that these residences, which were symbolically important but lay in territories 
on the fringes of rulers’ power, were inherently royal and should thus be associated with 
the king, as it were ex officio. Behind them we can perhaps infer a position being taken 
about the inherent royalty of certain places not dissimilar to those we inferred in the 
minds of Louis the German in 858 and Conrad II in 1024, both of whom were at those 
moments attempting – like the early Ottonians – to take control of territories where they 
were unsure of recognition. In the context of a fluid and competitive dynastic situation 
these labels, and the political performances that produced them, can therefore be read as 
assertions of continuity and stability, rather than as evidence of continuity itself. Here, in 
other words, we might do better to think of institutionalisation as an argument – and as an 
unintended consequence of political insecurity – rather than a process.36 
 Another distinctive feature of the immediately post-Carolingian world is the 
tendency of royal palaces to pass into the hands of queens. Perhaps the best-known 
example of this is the Saxon royal centre at Magdeburg, Otto I’s favourite residence, 
which was established on the dower property of his first wife Edith.
37
 Already in 907 
Charles the Simple had given to his wife Frederun two old Carolingian palaces, Ponthion 
and Corbeny, both referred to as palatium in his charters.
38
 These seem later to have been 
held by some of Frederun’s successors as queens, as were other palatia at Attigny, Douzy 
and Meersen.
39
 We see a similar pattern south of the Alps: of the eight rural residences 
regarded as palatia in Italian royal charters of the ninth century, no fewer than five were 
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in the hands of royal women by the middle of the tenth.
40
 This is a little-noticed but 
distinctive phenomenon of the tenth century: ninth-century queens were never given 
palaces as dowers and were characterised as guardians of the honestas of the palatium in 
the figurative sense, not as actual proprietors of individual residences.
41
 Part of the 
explanation for this shift is an attempt by weak tenth-century kings to incorporate their 
wives, who were often non-native, into the political life of their kingdoms by endowing 
(and empowering) them with resonant royal sites.
42
 But it could also be seen as another 
strategy employed by rulers of this period to strengthen their grip on such sites and bring 
them into a more formal relationship with their dynasties: queens often held the same 
properties in sequence. The association of palaces with queens was legitimised by 
Carolingian discourse on royal women: De ordine palatii, for example, characterised the 
queen as responsible for the provisioning of the royal palace.
43
 We might also see the 
trend as linked to the tenth-century emphasis on dynastic commemoration as a key 
function of royal women. Although such acts of memoria are usually associated with 
royal nunneries, Stuart Airlie has emphasised that early medieval palaces were also 
important sites of political memory.
44
 Possession of these sites may thus have been 
considered a natural extension of queens’ commemorative role. 
 Palaces were not the only sorts of site onto which value-judgements were 
projected in the tenth century. The other side of the coin can be seen in contemporary 
statements about the negative characteristics of certain locations: a well-known example 
is a reference to Saalfeld as a “place of evil counsel”.45 Perhaps a more intensely 
politicised sense of topography derived from the smaller stages on which tenth-century 
elite politics played out, and from the relatively restricted landownership of dynasties like 
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the Ottonians compared to their predecessors. But more generally the reification of 
particular palaces as possessing “palatial” attributes, or as having particular associations 
with royal women, can be seen as complementary strategies in the new dynastic 
environment of post-Carolingian Europe in which power politics was no longer a matter 
of competition between members of a single royal family fighting over the distribution of 
land and seniority, but between a number of families who were competing to appropriate 
the very notion of royalty itself. And royalty, in this context, remained virtually 
synonymous with Carolingian royalty, which is the notion that these kings tried to 
instrumentalise through ostentatious appropriation of Carolingian centres at the very 
fingertips of their reach. 
 The limits to the ability of even the Ottonians to domesticate this notion is 
indicated by the history of Otto I’s favourite palace at Magdeburg in Saxony. This was 
the only place not in the far west of his realm dignified regularly with the label 
“palatium”, but the designation did not stick and the transformation of Magdeburg into an 
archbishopric in 968 changed it into a completely different kind of centre. Although 
Magdeburg and its western counterpart Rheims were in practice the key political centres 
of their respective kingdoms, their different histories and their ecclesiastical nature 
precluded lasting characterisations of them as palatia.
46
 Otto certainly controlled 
Magdeburg, unlike the Carolingian residences in the far west of his kingdom, and 
classification of such personal sites as palaces was typical of the way that late 
Carolingian kings like Charles the Fat had defined their realms. But the impermanence of 
Magdeburg’s status as a “palatium” suggests that its roots were not deep enough for it to 
be fully accepted as part of the “centre of the order of symbols, values and beliefs.”47 
Recycling Carolingian palatial traditions was not a straightforward business for non-
Carolingian kings, because such traditions were not simply found hanging in the air – 
they had to be located, and performed, in particular places.
48
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3. Aachen as a place of conflict 
These arguments about the instrumentalisation of Carolingian discourses can be 
approached from another angle if we turn to look at the history of a single palace. The 
great palace of Aachen in northern Lotharingia is the best-documented of all Carolingian 
centres and its role has been intensively studied for the period c. 790-840, when it was the 
main residence of the emperors Charlemagne and Louis the Pious, and for the later tenth 
and eleventh centuries, when it was revived as an active political centre under Otto III 
and had its links to the royal chapel institutionalised.
49
 But its position in the Frankish 
kingdoms between these two high points is less fully appreciated.
50
 Historians tend to 
assume that Aachen had a more or less continuous history as a political centre which 
survived the collapse of the empire and was effortlessly inherited by the Ottonians – a 
conclusion seemingly supported by the fact that Otto I was crowned king at Aachen in 
936, observing, according to Widukind of Corvey, Frankish tradition.
51
 Following the 
ground-breaking study of Otto’s itinerary by Eckhard Müller-Mertens, the palace is 
regarded as having been absorbed seamlessly into the political structures of the Ottonian 
polity as the focal point of one of the three royal heartlands of the tenth-century realm 
(along with southern Saxony and the middle Rhine valley).
52
 Moreover, Aachen was the 
residence most often favoured with the title “palatium” in Ottonian charters. But we have 
already seen that the patterns of Carolingian geography were disrupted at the end of the 
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ninth century – how can such discontinuities be incorporated into our understanding of 
the palace’s history? First we will look briefly at how Aachen was thought about; and 
then how it was used. 
 The meaning of places is constructed not just through classification, but also by 
the stories told about them.
53
 Such narratives as we have underline the sense that the late 
ninth century witnessed a rupture in Aachen’s history of centrality, and that 
contemporaries recognised this rupture as such. The real turning point was a Viking raid 
in 881, in the course of which the attackers sacked and burned the great palace and 
(according to an annalist writing in Mainz) “used the king’s chapel as a stable for their 
horses.”54 The significance of this attack should not be underestimated, for Aachen more 
or less drops out of our narrative sources after this point.
55
 Contemporary interpretations 
of the attack seem to indicate a sense of finality. In describing the 881 raid, led by a 
warlord called Godafrid [III], the Mainz annalist may have been tacitly responding to a 
story in Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne in which an earlier Godafrid [I] threatened to 
bring a large army to Aachen and destroy it.
56
 Connoisseurs of Einhard, among whom we 
may number our annalist, could have read the reference to the stabling of enemy horses in 
Charlemagne’s chapel as a belated consummation of this threat.57 Certainly, there are 
hints that this was the way it was understood by Notker of St-Gall, who collapsed 
together details from the careers of the two Godafrids to suggest that the same man who 
had boasted about destroying Aachen had also been active in the vicinity of the palace, 
even though the historical Godafrid I had never been near the region.
58
 Elsewhere in his 
work Notker hangs his sense of foreboding about the future of the Carolingian dynasty on 
a portentous comment about a wondrous Byzantine organ possessed by Charlemagne and 
widely regarded as a symbol of his prestige: “I must not, here and now, speak of where it 
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was set up, and how long it lasted, and how it perished at the same time as other 
losses.”59 This veiled reference to the events of 881 captures the finality associated by 
contemporaries with the sack of Aachen. 
 Yet the moment when Aachen’s political centrality was felt to have been brought 
to a violent end was precisely the same moment when its status as a numinous symbol for 
political order began to inflate. Late ninth-century accounts of Charlemagne’s life project 
an aura not just around the great emperor’s person, but around his most famous palace. 
Aachen appears much more often, and with more florid adjectives, in the Saxon Poet’s 
early 890s rewriting of Einhard’s text than in the original.60 Notker’s numerous Aachen 
stories likewise embellished the mystery and significance of the palace well beyond the 
descriptions in Einhard, also his main source, and even suggested that the palace’s 
meaning had changed. Einhard had claimed that Charlemagne chose the site of Aachen 
because of its natural springs, and said that he liked to bathe in the company of numerous 
friends and courtiers; this is an image of Romanitas, recalling not only Suetonius’s Lives 
of the Twelve Caesars but also Theophanes’s account of the habits of the eighth-century 
Byzantine emperor Philippikos in the great imperial capital of Constantinople.
61
 But in 
Notker’s hands the baths were transformed from a microcosm of Late Antique 
civilisation into a potent universal religious symbol, likened to baptismal waters in which 
even the Devil himself could be bested by righteous Carolingian rulers.
62
 
 This Aachen of the imagination (Notker confessed he had never been there) was a 
powerful symbol despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that it was no longer a living 
seat of power. No king visited Charlemagne’s old palace between 877 and 900, and there 
are only four recorded visits in the three decades after that.
63
 Kings were not infrequently 
in the area, but usually preferred to stay at Herstal or Cologne rather than Aachen. The 
reason for this seems to have been that it lay on the very fringes or indeed beyond the 
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control of these rulers. The limits of Charles the Simple’s influence, for example, is clear 
from an incident in 920 when the Aachen treasury was emptied out by local aristocrats 
opposing the king in a struggle for control of the bishopric of Liège.
64
 
 Rulers instead sought to associate themselves with these narratives remotely. 
Thus in early 877, the same year in which the last ruling king for a generation visited 
Aachen, Charles the Bald unveiled his new chapel at Compiègne which was explicitly 
intended to recall Charlemagne’s great residence.65 Charles the Fat’s palace at Sélestat in 
Alsace, which probably dates from the early 880s, also featured architectural quotations 
of Aachen.
66
 This Charles’s credentials as a connoisseur of Aachen’s meanings are clear: 
in 881 after the Viking raid he had the palace’s relic collection brought to his court in 
Alemannia; and he was also the intended recipient of the Charlemagne biography by 
Notker, whom he knew personally and whose tastes and interests the monk had in mind 
when he wrote.
67
 It is also interesting that Charles’s only charter in favour of the royal 
chapel at Aachen, which probably dates from 884, was issued while he was resident at 
Regensburg, a palace with a chapel modelled on Aachen’s.68 Similarly, Charles the 
Simple’s only visit to Aachen, in 917, is known from the elaborately-worded gifts he 
made on that occasion to the chapel at his own favoured palace of Compiègne, itself (as 
already noted) a kind of copy of Aachen.
69
 This sort of “inter-palace dialogue” underlines 
the way that kings of this period tried to conjure a grid of royal centres that covered their 
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kingdoms in an imaginary network.
70
 Aachen was the generator at its heart, its charisma 
drawn on through invocation or association even though it was rarely visited, far less 
used as a seat of government. 
 The fact that Aachen in the decades around 900 was simultaneously central 
(symbolically) and peripheral (practically) means that it was not a straightforward matter 
for the Ottonians to assume its control. The break in its history in the late ninth century, 
which was perceived by contemporaries, meant that it was not simply sitting there 
waiting to be inherited by the next royal dynasty that managed to establish itself, and its 
place in the political geography of post-Carolingian Europe was necessarily altered. 
Although the palace is generally seen as one of the three main centres of the early 
Ottonian Reich, in fact the first two Saxon kings went there comparatively rarely: Henry I 
and Otto I visited Aachen only nine times in total between 925 and 973, with the average 
time spent there on each occasion being surprisingly short (barely more than in the areas 
categorised by Müller-Mertens as “transit zones”).71 Nor were these visits regularly 
spaced: six of the nine visits took place in the period 944-51, with the others falling in 
930, 936 and 966.
72
 What is more, when Otto was there he only issued charters for 
Lotharingian recipients, which suggests that in his reign Aachen was closely linked to 
regulation of the region in which it lay rather than a nodal point from which the whole 
kingdom could be ruled.
73
 
 Far from demonstrating “how firmly Lotharingia was integrated into the east 
Frankish realm under Otto I”, I think the explanation for this pattern of visits to Aachen 
lies in the problems he had in asserting his control of the region in the face of opposition 
from rivals to the west.
74
 The timing of the first two visits suggests that they were 
opportunistic attempts to take advantage of rivals’ momentary weakness: Henry I 
formally gained control of Aachen in 925 but did not venture there until shortly after 
Charles the Simple’s death in captivity in late 929; while Otto’s choice of Aachen for his 
coronation in 936 is perhaps best seen as a response to the coronation of Charles’s young 
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son Louis IV in west Francia only weeks earlier.
75
 Charters issued around the time of 
these two visits suggest an attempt by the east Frankish kings to appropriate the essence 
of Aachen by inserting themselves rhetorically into an unbroken tradition of Frankish 
kingship – but we may wonder whether this reflected a desire to emulate Charlemagne 
directly so much as a competitive reaction to the promiscuous discourse of 
Carolingianness that had been deployed by Charles the Simple against his non-
Carolingian rivals, and which Louis showed signs of resuming.
76
 Louis openly 
maintained a claim to Lotharingia, which had been part of his father’s kingdom, and even 
invaded in 939-40. The west Frankish kings never definitively dropped these claims, 
though they were put on the back-burner after 946 when Louis became indebted to Otto 
for rescuing him from his internal enemies. It is surely no coincidence that the major 
concentration of Ottonian visits to Aachen fell in the years either side of 950, precisely 
when Louis was at his weakest and most beholden to Otto. These circumstances led to an 
intensification of contact between the kingdoms in the later 940s, and indeed we know 
that there were west Frankish representatives present at almost all of Otto’s residencies in 
Aachen. No doubt these meetings helped emphasise Otto’s superiority over the weakened 
western ruler, but the fact that his ambassadors were present during these visits may have 
also been intended to help Louis save face in light of his apparent capitulation over the 
Lotharingian question. 
 But in any case, this flurry of regular association with Aachen was the exception 
rather than the norm, as indicated by Otto’s attempt to visit the palace at Easter 953 
which was aborted after he discovered the locals unwilling to receive him properly.
77
 
This rejection took place as a rebellion was brewing in Lotharingia, the course of which 
provides some evidence that neither Otto nor his agents had much say in the north of the 
region, where local aristocrats and members of the west Frankish royal family are instead 
found battling for influence. It would be another fifteen years – January 966 – before Otto 
paid his next (and last) visit to the palace, describing it, in a charter dripping in dynastic 
rhetoric and nods to the legacy of Charlemagne, as “the most important royal seat this 
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side of the Alps”.78 Even this apparently clear designation should not be interpreted as a 
timeless statement about Ottonian political geography, but rather as the product of a 
particular set of circumstances, defined by the re-establishment of a state of formal truce 
between the eastern and western courts and by the death of Otto’s brother Brun (the duke 
of Lotharingia), both in 965.
79
 Otto’s arrival in the area in late 965 to “arrange all the 
affairs of the Lotharingian kingdom as he deemed suitable”, though it was proclaimed in 
an imperial register, was primarily a reaction to these local events, and his charter’s 
elaborate comments about Aachen and Charlemagne may reflect the fact that this 
unusually intrusive intervention in a region where the king was rarely seen required 
unusually high-pitched levels of justification.
80
 It is possible that one version at least of 
Widukind’s Deeds of the Saxons (the main narrative source for Otto’s reign) was a 
product of this same moment, which may give a context for that text’s famously elaborate 
depiction of Otto’s allegedly Carolingian-style coronation at the “palatium” of Aachen.81 
But even now, with the competition on the back foot and the king (for once) on the spot 
to call the shots himself, the Ottonian court struggled to assert itself in the region: a royal 
charter of the same period bemoans Otto’s lack of resources in “those parts”.82 And when 
Otto II stayed at Aachen following his father’s death in 973, a contemporary author from 
Alemannia described him as residing “in the remotest corner of his kingdom.”83 
 It seems, then, that the undeniable political symbolism associated with Aachen 
was not a resource that the Ottonian kings could use at will, precisely because the 
inflation of the palace’s symbolic significance coincided with its move from the royal 
heartlands to the geographical peripheries of the post-Carolingian kingdoms. Kings like 
Charles the Bald and Charles the Fat, operating within the high Carolingian hegemony of 
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the later ninth century, had been able to appropriate the resonance of their ancestral 
palace effortlessly and remotely – nobody could doubt that Carolingian kings had a stake 
in this most Carolingian of places. But the royal protagonists of the post-Carolingian 
world belonged to rival dynasties, meaning that Aachen became a site of competition, a 
contested inheritance wrapped up in a cold war for northern Lotharingia that lingered on 
until the 980s. Kings like Charles the Simple, Henry I and Otto I certainly laid claim to 
the palace, partly by asserting its character as a “palatium”, an intrinsically royal site, but 
in contrast to their ninth-century predecessors seem only have been able to do so by 
actually being there. Their attempts to assume possession of the palace were anything but 
effortless, and it was only in brief windows such as the late 940s or mid-960s that 
circumstances permitted Otto and his circle to flaunt narratives which situated their 
possession of Aachen in a longer historical continuum stretching back to Charlemagne. 
The sentiment expressed in Otto’s charter of January 966 about the pre-eminence of 
Aachen north of the Alps was later picked up by his grandson Otto III, who fetishised the 
palace and sought to associate himself explicitly with Charlemagne, even going so far as 
to exhume and rebury him in the year 1000. But Otto III operated in a very different 
environment from his predecessors, facing no serious competition for Lotharingia after 
987. The ossification of Aachen’s primacy was not a simple consequence of Ottonian 
reverence for the old emperor, far less a sign of simple continuity from the old regime – it 
was shaped at least as much by the tenth-century cold war for northern Lotharingia 
during which the palace’s symbolic meaning was insisted upon by kings seeking a 
rhetorical toehold to help them cling onto their fragile grip on the region. The symbolism 
of the place was kept alive and cranked up precisely because it was competed over by 
kings who were unable to control it. Post-Carolingian kings needed to classify such 
places, to constantly recreate and reappropriate their royalness, in order to possess them 
and to stop their “sacredness” succumbing to mundanity.84 Not just as a metonym for the 
kingdom, but also as a quality of place, the concept of palace-ness was an idea that had to 
be actively renewed if it was to remain relevant to the political geography of the realm. 
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4. Comparing the Ottonian itinerary 
One reason that early medieval rulers were so keen to lay claim to the permanence of 
royal palaces like Aachen was that kings themselves had to move around so much.
85
 If 
visiting Aachen can be seen not so much as a routine part of the pre-973 itinerary as a 
means by which Otto I asserted his right to control territory and tradition – if, in other 
words, it was as much an argument about political geography as a reflection of it – then 
we should ask whether this has any implications for the notion of the royal itinerary itself. 
The extent to which the meaning of particular sites influenced the movement of kings is 
sometimes left to one side in discussions of the royal progress, flattened by the seeming 
precision of categories such as “heartland”, “periphery” and “transit zone”. The itinerary 
is itself regarded as an institution by historians, and indeed as the unmistakeable 
fingerprint of Ottonian government, distinguishing it from its Carolingian predecessor 
and from other contemporary polities. The most influential judgement here is that of Karl 
Leyser, whose great 1981 essay on Ottonian government describes the itinerary as the 
dynasty’s “most essential and carefully administered institution.”86 The institution-ness of 
the royal itinerary is now more or less taken for granted, and has recently been reified 
even further by attempts to transplant the Leyserian model of tenth-century Germany to 
late Anglo-Saxon England.
87
 Such is the centrality of the concept of itinerant kingship to 
current views of the tenth century that the term is often used as shorthand for a type of 
kingdom in which governmental institutions were weak and power was personal, and 
treated as inseparable from other political phenomena like the royal feast, hunt and 
assembly.
88
 
 Regarding such a package of phenomena as representative of a type of polity is 
not necessarily a problem, since ideal-types are useful. Nor is there any doubt that 
Ottonian kings (like all early European rulers) were mobile, and that there was some 
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planned regularity to their movements – witness the tenth-century custom of visiting 
certain churches and palaces at specific times of the year (for example Easter at 
Quedlinburg), or the clear expectation that they would be able to claim hospitality from 
churches and monasteries in their kingdoms.
89
 The concept only becomes unhelpful when 
the perceived institutional logic of the itinerary comes to be seen as sufficient explanation 
for particular political events, as in Falkenstein’s argument that Otto I’s visits to Aachen 
reveal an attempt to institutionalise a formal tradition of paschal journeys through 
northern Lotharingia.
90
 Moreover if we accept that, as Müller-Mertens puts it, “the centre 
of the realm was the travelling court”, we are required to play down the significance of 
specific places to contemporary conceptions of political order.
91
 A certain amount of 
deconstruction is therefore in order, as a counterbalance to this tendency. 
 The notion of itinerant rulership is well served by a comparative perspective 
because it tacitly draws its force from a comparison, between kings “travelling and 
visiting different regions in turn” and those ruling from a “single permanent capital.”92 
These categories are generally seen as mutually exclusive, and sometimes even as 
sequential evolutionary stages.
93
 And the contrast that historians generally have in mind 
for itineracy is with “domination based on a fixed residence” as found in the political 
systems of the contemporary Byzantine and Muslim worlds.
94
 But while the applicability 
of the notion of the “royal capital” to the kingdoms of medieval Europe has been 
endlessly debated, the utility of its supposed antonym, itinerant kingship, has until 
recently attracted very little critical scrutiny.
95
 Comparing the tenth-century West with 
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Byzantium, dominated by the city of Constantinople, would certainly validate the 
contrast, and shows it to be broadly useful. But we must remember that the emphatically 
metropolitan context of Byzantine court politics was very unusual in the Middle Ages 
and should not be taken as representative of capital-based government.
96
 Here, then, I 
would like to play devil’s advocate by holding up some aspects of the representation of 
rulership in the Caliphate as a mirror to the dominant conception of the Ottonian itinerary 
as a distinctive institution. 
 It goes without saying that the Caliphate and the Reich were radically dissimilar 
in many ways, and comparing the movement of rulers in each highlights some obvious 
differences. For a start the Caliphate was much more urbanised and administratively 
centralised. There was also the matter of climate: patterns of movement in the Middle 
East were much more likely to be influenced by seasonal or environmental factors. And 
although palaces were sometimes associated with mosques, there is no equivalent in the 
Caliphate to the Ottonians’ relationship with monasteries and other ecclesiastical 
institutions that they used for hospitality and to control strategic routes.
97
 This distinction 
translated into the representation of rulership: whereas Western rulers were idealised as 
builders of churches, their counterparts in the Muslim world were flattered as founders of 
cities; and while Carolingian and Ottonian rulers often appropriated the palaces of their 
predecessors, caliphs were more usually credited with constructing their own residences 
from scratch, albeit often near to existing centres.
98
 The difference in representation 
reflects the much greater wealth of the Umayyad and Abbasid elites compared to those of 
the West. But it also reminds us of the different historiographical traditions of the two 
cultures: historians in the tenth-century West, unlike those in the Middle East, were more 
likely to be religious professionals. 
 Given the fact that our European sources were often written by churchmen (and 
women) with direct experience of supporting the king as he moved through their area, it 
is perhaps surprising that they rarely identified the royal itinerary as such. Although 
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numerous chronicles, letters and charters provide information on the logistical 
infrastructure which underpinned the travels of the royal court and allow us to infer the 
patterns of movement that helped shape early medieval political life, they do not 
explicitly identify the itinerary as an institution in itself. The expression iter regis, which 
is commonly used by historians as if it were a technical term for the institution of the 
itinerary, is actually vanishingly rare in the sources.
99
 By contrast, rulers’ itineraries are 
identified as specific institutions in other cultures, such as fourteenth-century Java 
whence we have a poem describing a royal progress which reifies the movement of the 
king to such an extent that the author states that “the whole of Java is to be as the capital 
of the king’s realm.”100 Closer to home, Tabari reports a speech made by the mother of a 
ruler from Ferghanah in which she listed the six essential characteristics of a king, the last 
of which was possession of “a storehouse sufficient to live off no matter where in the 
world he takes it.”101 
 It is true that Western annalists frequently recorded where the king spent Easter 
and Christmas, but this historiographical reflex (which suggests a desire to show a 
connection between secular events and the religious calendar) is also found in the East, 
where Tabari ended his “annalistic” entries by stating which member of the ruling 
dynasty had led the Hajj that year. And although the sources make it clear that post-
Carolingian rulers were ceaseless movers, in the eyes of tenth-century historians like 
Widukind of Corvey or Flodoard of Rheims the king tended to disappear over the horizon 
when he left Saxony or Francia respectively; these writers did not perceive the political 
centre of the realm as infinitely mobile, constituted only in the spotlight surrounding the 
king, but instead regarded their own milieus as central, permanent and immovable. 
Indeed, the best-known early medieval description of itinerant kingship per se values it 
negatively – Einhard’s famous description of the last Merovingians (the kings deposed by 
the Carolingians) as moving from place to place on “a cart pulled by yoked oxen and led 
by a cowherd in the country manner.”102 This is strikingly similar to one of Tabari’s 
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comments about the late Umayyad caliph Walid II, an exact contemporary of the last 
Merovingians: “he began to dislike places where there were people … he kept on moving 
about and going out hunting, and he distressed the people and his soldiers.”103 These 
statements of Einhard and Tabari are highly ideological, intended to contrast the rusticity 
and mobility of an old dynasty with the civility and stability of the rulers who deposed 
them.
104
 
 This representational similarity reminds us that, for all the self-evident differences 
between the Frankish and Muslim worlds, they both had dynastic political systems, and 
place played an important role in dynastic competition. Thus for example we have 
inscriptions and elaborate picture cycles at two residences owned by Walid II before he 
became Caliph, which were intended to advertise his claims to the succession (against 
those of his cousins).
105
 This attempt to categorise his own possessions as innately royal 
recalls the late Carolingians rebranding their itineraries by selectively applying the term 
“palatium” to different residences, and Otto I attempting the same at Magdeburg – in 
each case we see rulers attempting to assert the public political nature of centres with 
which they were personally associated. 
 The symbolic character conferred on his remote desert palaces by Walid II was all 
the more visible at such major centres as Baghdad and Damascus, which are commonly 
imagined as representing a type of site – the capital – alien to the early medieval West. 
Nonetheless, basic parallels can be identified. Baghdad’s centrality was exported and 
reproduced, like Aachen’s, through architectural imitation in the construction of new 
palaces in other parts of the Caliphate.
106
 Even when the “capital” itself moved, as when 
Charlemagne’s contemporary Harun al-Rashid established al-Raqqa in Syria as his main 
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residence, the notion of Baghdad as the centre of the realm persisted. On returning from a 
visit to the distant eastern province of Khurasan in late 805 Harun travelled back to al-
Raqqa via Baghdad. Though he did not even stay there overnight he was careful to stage 
a demonstrative political act as he passed, displaying mastery over his dynasty by burning 
the body of his sister’s fiancé, who had disobeyed him, on a bridge. The brief stop also 
generated a burst of historiographical activity on which Tabari drew, relating a speech 
that the Caliph was reputed to have made to one of his commanders in which he 
described Baghdad as a great “seat of power” and as his home (which it clearly was not) 
and that of his forefathers. He also excused his departure for al-Raqqa as prompted by his 
need to keep rebels in check: “If it were not for that, I would never leave Baghdad or set 
foot out of it as long as I lived.” A poem written on the same occasion dwelled on the 
idea that Harun had neither really stopped nor started his journey at Baghdad, and 
therefore tried to imply that he was, paradoxically, always there.
107
 The late Umayyad 
capital at Damascus had had a similar aura for those who wished to wield power at the 
political centre. When, for example, Walid II needed to advertise his acquisition of the 
Caliphate in 743 he came to Damascus to receive the oath of allegiance, even though he 
had spent almost his entire career away from the city. By the same token, when Yazid III 
deposed Walid a year later, he did so not by capturing or killing his opponent, but by 
successfully riding into Damascus on an ass, though the Caliph himself was not there.
108
 
 In these two instances we do not see the capitals of the Caliphate acting as 
practical centres of rulership, for at these moments the rulers in question were 
permanently absent from them. But the cities nonetheless remained vital as stages for acts 
of symbolic communication by which rulers asserted their legitimacy and authority – in 
other words their very right to be regarded as rulers. They may have been administrative 
centres, but the pull they exerted was symbolic as well as bureaucratic. These Caliphs’ 
need to advertise their association with such centres lay partly in the fact that their grasp 
on them was weak – the pattern of his earlier career meant that Walid II had little support 
in Damascus, and although the real reasons for Harun’s move to Syria are not clear, some 
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Caliphs of that era are known to have felt insecure in Baghdad.
109
 These were places 
whose political meanings made them all-encompassingly significant but which in terms 
of political geography could sometimes become peripheral, so that even when they could 
not be used as seats of rule, rulers had to somehow possess them. Narratives and 
traditions clung doggedly to particular locations, often outlasting the specific political 
configurations that had given rise to them in the first place. The patterns of movement 
that we see here, and in post-Carolingian Europe, were shaped not just by governmental 
practicalities, nor by the internal institutional logic of royal itineracy, but also by the 
meanings of places and, in aggregate, the “representative landscape” of the realm.110 
 The comparison is in many ways superficial: Harun and Walid were not typical 
Caliphs; post-Carolingian kings did not control an administrative structure based at 
particular locations; and rebranding the Abbasids as itinerant rulers would hardly be 
accurate. But probing the supposed opposition itinerary / capital helps remind us that just 
as the Caliphate was not simply a rigidly-defined structure of capitals and provinces, the 
Ottonian kingdom need not only have existed within the spotlight that followed the king 
round his kingdom. The concept of “itinerant kingship” as shorthand for a kind of polity 
based on features such as the ruler’s presence, ritualised solemnities, hunting and feasting 
is not as useful as it seems because such features were also crucial to the conduct of 
politics in much more bureaucratised systems like the Caliphate. The image of the 
relentlessly mobile Ottonian king, moving from place to place and scattering Weberian 
charisma behind him like the tail of a comet, is perhaps not quite so singular: the 
conceptual opposition between a single static centre and a forever mobile royal court 
obscures what these polities had in common.
111
 The contrast of types remains useful, 
especially were we to compare purer examples of itinerant kingships such as Geertz’s 
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Java with more emphatically metropolitan empires such as Byzantium. But in between 
we see a spectrum of polycentric realms whose centres had a range of shifting meanings 
which affected the way rulers interacted with them. Itineracy was less a coherent system 
of rule, drifting free of institutional moorings in a swamp of statelessness, than a habit of 
movements between highly symbolic but immobile centres – the destination mattered 
more than the journey.
112
 
 
5. Conclusion 
This article has hardly provided a comprehensive account of perceptions of the palace 
after 888, nor (given the primary focus on east Francia / Lotharingia) should its claims be 
thought necessarily to apply equally across all parts of the former empire. But because 
they helped articulate the notion of Carolingian order, focus on palaces does at least show 
us a corner of a bigger picture, and illuminates some of the texture of post-888 politics. 
Although 888 was a before-and-after moment in the “patterned mess” of history, debates 
about change and continuity are not really adequate to describe the nature of the 
transition.
113
 Continuity, indeed, is a problematic concept for historians, and can easily 
melt into a denial of change which misrepresents the dynamism of all political history, 
including that of the early Middle Ages. Asking whether political institutions and the 
notion of a “state” survived or did not survive the disintegration of the empire only gets 
us so far because those categories are potentially anachronistic. Tracking contemporary 
perceptions of the palace gives a different perspective, showing us a world in which 
symbols of political order survived not as a vague or passive adaptation of Carolingian 
traditions, but as part of active struggles to instrumentalise the Carolingian past in pursuit 
of immediate political goals. This was a world where cores and peripheries had been 
inverted, in which the location of the political centre had become insecure, disputed, and 
subject to constant change, and in which the “palatium”, where concepts of geography 
and order coincided, became a site where claims about the relationship of past and 
present were loaded with tension – the world of Notker of St-Gall and Regino of Prüm, 
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who saw the predictable past coming to a certain end and looked anxiously into a future 
full of doubt. When a new European hegemony gradually emerged from the military 
successes of Otto I in the 940s and 950s, post-Carolingian geography acquired a sense of 
solidity, with a new confidence in the shape of the political order reflected in the revival 
of large-scale historical writing in circles surrounding the court in the 960s. But the 
Ottonian order of the later tenth century was not an alternative package of norms and 
structures which simply appeared to fill a vacuum left by the vanished institutions of the 
Carolingian Empire, nor did it represent a modified perpetuation of those institutions. 
Rather, it was something that was dynamically and accidentally created by the 
competition for power and legitimacy which took place in the five or six decades after 
888.
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